Fluctuating asymmetry in male ornaments may be related to male quality and therefore may be used by females as a guide in mate choice. Experiments on different species have shown female preferences for symmetry, but few previous studies have addressed preferences for symmetry in coloration. Using the bluethroat, Luscinia s. svecica, a passerine with a conspicuous blue and chestnut throat patch, as a model species, we devised an experiment in which the females could choose between males with either symmetric or asymmetric coloured leg bands. The females associated more with symmetric than asymmetric males, indicating a preference for symmetry.
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Fluctuating asymmetry is small random deviations from perfect symmetry in traits that occur on both sides of the body (Palmer & Strobeck 1986; Leary & Allendorf 1989) . It is measured as the unsigned (absolute) difference between the trait on the left and on the right sides of the body. It may be caused by genetic or environmental stress (Møller & Pomiankowski 1993 ) during development of the trait. Because symmetry in bilateral traits may be difficult to produce, fluctuating asymmetry may act as an honest indicator of the quality of individuals (Møller 1990) . It has therefore been suggested that females should use fluctuating asymmetry in sexually selected traits as one criterion in their choice of mate in order to obtain high quality males (Møller 1990) . Recent experiments have shown that females may prefer symmetric males (Møller 1992; Thornhill 1992; Swaddle & Cuthill 1994a, b; but see Ryan et al. 1995; Swaddle & Cuthill 1995) . While colour patterns constitute a large suite of apparent ornaments, for example in birds, symmetry in coloration has been very little studied. In contrast to asymmetry in, for instance, tail feathers, which may reduce manoeuvrability (Balmford & Thomas 1992), asymmetry in coloration confers no obvious costs in terms of natural selection.
Female zebra finches, Taeniopygia guttata, and American goldfinches, Carduelis tristis, prefer males with specific leg band colours (Burley et al. 1982; Johnson et al. 1993) . Band colour may also affect mating success (Brodsky 1988) or dominance status (Metz & Weatherhead 1991) in other species, although the validity of these results has been questioned (Weatherhead et al. 1991; Holder & Montgomerie 1993) . Recently, Swaddle & Cuthill (1994b) have convincingly demonstrated that female zebra finches associate more with males wearing symmetric than asymmetric arrangements of colour bands. Similar results have also been obtained in experiments where band patterns were asymmetric only in terms of ultraviolet reflectance (Bennett et al. 1996) . Females that mate with symmetrically banded males also produce more offspring (Swaddle 1996) . These results are the first experimental evidence that symmetry may be important in mate choice based on ornamental coloration.
Here, we present experiments on symmetry preferences in the bluethroat, Luscinia s. svecica, a passerine with an extravagant colour ornament, males having a conspicuous blue and chestnut throat patch (Peiponen 1960; Rangbru 1994) . The species is mainly socially monogamous, but extrapair offspring are fairly common (Krokene et al. 1996) . There are indications that females prefer colourful males as their breeding partners (Rangbru 1994 
